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Chapter 3

Making 
the Case 
for Value

By Benjamin G. Edwards

It’s hard to imagine a place where sophisticated marketing is needed 

more than at an independent school. A school is expensive, it can 

change lives, and each school is distinctly different from other in-

dependent schools and from its public and parochial counterparts. 

parents, students, alumni, and donors all need information and per-

spective equal to the momentous, subtly shaded choices that a school asks 

them to make when enrolling or giving.

When we think of school marketing, however, what comes to mind? gener-

ic admissions viewbooks. catchy but interchangeable taglines. Functional, 

welcoming, but position-neutral websites. The same old campaign case 

statement. open house programs that were hopefully, rather than strate-

gically, planned. Yet these tools are deployed in a battle for parents who  

are making the second-most-expensive decision they’ve ever made in the 

presence of increasingly determined and clever competition — some of  

it free.
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Why the disparity between task and tools?

For one thing, marketing a school is very difficult. What’s involved in a 

great education makes the marketer’s subject matter highly nuanced and 

complex. couple that with the fact that there is scarcely a school on the 

planet with what could be called generous staffing and budget allocated to 

marketing, and you already have a recipe for disappointment, if not out-

right failure.

but the main reason — and the focus of this chapter — is that in most cases, 

we completely ignore the one thing that matters more than anything else 

in marketing a school.

Naming Your Passion

Savvy school leaders and marketers recognize that an irreplaceable key to 

marketing their school is understanding what parents and donors have de-

cided is worth sacrificing for. If you can determine what motivation, what 

perceived value, what vision of their child’s and family’s future was strong 

enough to prompt prodigious spending for something that’s available for 

free, you have made a powerful discovery. do a substantial number of your 

school’s prospective parents care most that their child enters the world a 

more nearly whole person? Are your school’s parents products of a meri-

tocracy who deeply desire the same for their children? do they most wish 

for their children to be around excellence of all kinds? To make connec-

tions that will benefit them as college students and adults? To occupy a life 

outside the mainstream? Are they among the relatively few for whom the 

deciding factor is a commitment to an intellectual life? 

even those savvy school leaders, however, usually do not put the same 

question to themselves. They do not adequately consider what their school 

has decided is worth sacrificing for. every great school — indeed, every 

great nonprofit — has decided and continually reaffirms that there is some-

thing it must do. A way of learning it will go to extraordinary lengths to 

create. A type of student it must reach and serve. Student outcomes it will 

go out of its way to achieve. An experience it will ensure that every child 

under its care has — or nothing else matters. 
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For example, I was fortunate to work with a school where the teachers and 

staff are bound and determined to make “preparation” more than a buzz-

word. That school’s passion is expressed vertically: All the teachers take it 

as their mission to prepare each student for the next level, the next teacher. 

They work together to execute a sequence of carefully coordinated hand-

offs, all designed to achieve what the school most profoundly values: send-

ing students along prepared. 

Another school’s passion is for unlocking the individual potential that re-

mains unrealized by so many of the 14- to 18-year-old girls in its region. If 

the school’s inspired teachers and administrators were not given the means 

to pursue that passion, they would not still be there (but then the board 

members, who share their passion, would not have hired them in the first 

place). 

Yet another school knows it serves a community of parents who themselves 

are passionate about learning. The school’s passion is to inspire that com-

munity’s children to disregard any limits on what they can achieve and not 

to fear being “different.” 

These examples suggest a few of the possibilities, but every school has made 

an immutable promise to itself, has certain code written in its dNA, has a 

defining passion. Identifying and clearly naming this passion is an emi-

nently practical concern — it’s the key to marketing. If we know a school’s 

passion, we will more quickly comprehend the passions of that school’s 

parents and donors. In striving to understand both, we will be working at 

the nexus where real marketing strategies and solutions for schools arise.

A Common Mistake

We often overlook this crucial starting point, instead getting hung up on 

what we take to be a private school’s core marketing challenge: selling an 

expensive product for which there is a free alternative. In fact, focusing 

on this challenge leads to all kinds of trouble. Now, I do not dispute for a 

minute that the presence of free competition makes parent-funded schools 

an infinitely tougher sell. And I am not suggesting we try to make this 

problem go away by pretending it’s not there. but the insidious effect of 
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starting with this particular challenge is that it corrupts the whole marketing 

effort. The sour fruit of this mistake includes:

•	 Selling independent education itself. “Many parents in this community 

did not go to independent schools themselves,” a head of school will 

say, “and since our school is one of only two such schools in this 

community, we need to educate parents about what makes our kind 

of education different.” As important as cultivating general awareness 

about independent schools is, parents making a life decision for their 

children don’t base it on an understanding of a category of schools. 

They demand to know about your school, and your focus needs to be 

on providing the insight they need.

•	 Looking desperate. “really, we are worth all that extra money, and let 

me prove it to you with this laundry list of benefits and these strenu-

ously made claims.” The fact is, if a school does not present itself con-

fidently, it has already lost. Many schools make the mistake of trying 

hard to explain and defend their value, when all the observers see is 

the trying. 

•	 Wasting time trying to overcome supposed negative impressions of your “elit-

ist, expensive” school. Time and again, schools come to us convinced 

that perceived elitism is the highest hurdle that marketing must help 

them surmount, and, over and over, in the market research, we find 

that people don’t actually have those impressions. cost is a decisive 

factor in school choice, of course, but it is one of many factors. because 

schools can do fairly little to change cost, marketing’s job is to deter-

mine, explain, and emphasize those other factors that shift parents’ 

focus from price to value.

Three Essentials of a Marketing Strategy

Setting a marketing strategy that’s equal to the task requires a school to do 

three things:

1. Identify clearly what your school’s passion is — what you have de-

cided is worth sacrificing for.

2. Trace the most important ways that passion expresses itself in what  

you do.
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3. determine how people less familiar with your school can compre-

hend your passion — how it matches what they consider worth sacri-

ficing for.

It was through market strategy planning that one of the schools mentioned 

above identified and named its passion — unlocking the potential of 14- to 

18-year-old girls — and traced that passion through its academic, residential, 

and, especially, its co-curricular programs. research showed, meanwhile, 

that though parents in their market valued the same things and wanted 

them for their daughters, they were not prepared to apply or enroll at the 

school until this recognition of each child’s potential was combined with 

academic standards on par with the very best schools in the region. The 

school deliberately set out to raise standards where necessary and commu-

nicate more effectively where its standards were already high, then studied  

the market again four years later. Its standing had strengthened enough 

to allow the focus of internal and marketing investment to begin shifting 

away from basic academic strength and toward its teachers’ collective com-

mitment to, and particular gifts for, working with the individual potential 

of its girls. 

While fundamental to marketing strategy, steps 1 and 2 (identifying and 

tracing the expression of a school’s core passion) can be surprisingly dif-

ficult. There may be competing agendas within the school that obscure 

the passion that drew everyone there in the first place. or what has histori-

cally been distinctive about your school may not be what the market wants 

anymore. It may not be what you want to be anymore. The relevance of 

an educational philosophy waxes and wanes (or appears to). pressures in 

the world at large, or on children, frighten us at times into thinking it’s all 

about technology. We worry about boys being left behind, or some other 

concern is seen to override everything else. 

As a wise and experienced school leader once said to me, every institution 

today is, in its essence, what it set out to be when it was founded. A worthy 

original idea is still worthy — and still defining. In the heat of the moment, 

that’s not always easy to remember, and it’s not always easy to recognize 

that original idea as it has morphed into new, and perhaps very different, 

expressions.
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In fact, I have only seen a school succeed at these difficult first two steps 

when at least one of the following attributes has been present — and every 

one is tough to come by:

•	 Forceful leadership. It must be forceful enough to center down to  

real vision and insist on singular, consistent expression of the school’s 

focus. 

•	 A schoolwide commitment to retooling and renewal. Sometimes, noth-

ing short of an acknowledgment of drift and a recommitment to first 

principles, perhaps radically adapted to new conditions, is enough. 

everyone must be prepared to go along.

•	 A willingness to acknowledge the part of your reputation you need to put to 

rest. Some will not like it when you do this. but if, say, lingering nega-

tives associated with the free curriculum your school instituted in the 

1970s mean you are not getting the students who could benefit from 

the still student-centered education you provide today, you may need 

to show that you’ve decisively reshaped your curriculum.

•	 Wholehearted board comprehension and support. board members can 

neither be an afterthought in developing marketing strategy nor can 

they be allowed to, with all good intentions, derail it in pursuit of an 

ill-fitting corporate marketing approach.

•	 Faculty stepping up and insisting on it. When we began work at one 

school, a group of about 10 faculty members had spent the previous 

six months developing an integrated academic and co-curricular ex-

perience that they believed captured what was most characteristic of 

the school. As a head of school or communications officer, one could 

not ask for anything better than those 10 faculty members finalizing a 

market-tested program for attracting more families.

Seeing Ourselves as Others See Us

Ironically, a school usually cannot clearly identify and come together 

around its core passions until it sees itself through others’ eyes. For all the 

intelligence and good judgment that reside in a school, teachers and staff 

are no different from anyone else: They cannot easily see themselves as oth-
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ers see them, cannot objectively assess what they are passionately pursuing, 

and often cannot articulate the essential character of their work even while 

they are busy executing it. Indeed, all that intelligence can sometimes get 

in the way of recognizing what external audiences see and need to know. At 

many schools, a thoughtful and demanding internal audience has become 

the focus of school communications — the audience for home pages and 

school newsletters — while prospective parents and donors are neglected, 

or at least shortchanged.

This understandable tendency to saddle the communications office with 

the demands of internal audiences, and only fitfully to consider the per-

spective of people considering whether to join the school community, of-

ten means that current parents are the ones who get all the attention. of 

course, it’s crucial to communicate well and continuously with current par-

ents, but they can come to be seen as the school’s only audience. on one 

research and planning project, whenever we asked a question or made an 

observation about prospective parents, the 10 thoughtful members of the 

project committee gave an answer or response that had to do with current 

parents. Unconsciously. They were so consumed with satisfying the day-to-

day demands of the parents in the parking lot and classrooms that they re-

flexively made those parents the school’s entire communications universe. 

(Those demands can be so pervasive that school leaders who are deeply 

dedicated to their parents can be forgiven for indulging in a bit of humor 

at parents’ expense. When one school had just installed speed bumps on 

the drive leading to the drop-off and pick-up line, and as yet had only a 

temporary warning sign for the bumps, an administrator was asked how 

the permanent sign should read. “get over it,” she suggested.)

It is difficult, then, for schools to put themselves in the shoes of prospective 

parents and donors. It can also appear threatening. everyone at the school 

has another job to do, and no one, except the besieged communications 

director and the multi-tasking head of school, is seen as even partly respon-

sible for thinking about the market. When it’s suggested we might want to 

find out what the market thinks, the immediate worry is: Are you suggest-

ing we ask them what they want and then just give it to them? certainly, 

market positioning must never be a matter of the market telling a school 
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what to be. done right, however, gathering market input as part of strategic 

planning is a discipline that can help you see who you are. 

“done right” in this case refers to creative, in-depth market research de-

signed to shed light on how the school can convey its distinctions and pas-

sions so that they match prospects’ own interests and will motivate them 

to apply, enroll, donate, or stay involved. For example, a study for one 

market-leading school with a passionate commitment to a genuinely di-

verse student population found that prospective parents of high-achieving 

children were not applying because they had a monolithic image of the 

school’s students. If this school were to realize its core ambition, its posi-

tioning task was no longer so much about trumpeting its excellence but 

rather demonstrating that there was not just one type of student there and 

helping a range of prospective parents visualize their child as a member of 

the school community. 

In another, very different example, a market study revealed that a histori-

cally strong, highly distinctive school had presumed for too long that its 

strengths and distinctions were recognized. The school’s distinctions didn’t 

matter in the market because they were no longer visible. Nothing short of 

a very public reimagining and reinvigoration of the school would allow it 

to attract enough students to keep to its core purpose.

As long as market studies explore how to match what the school and its 

prospects believe is worth sacrificing for, information can be usefully gath-

ered with a variety of methods and from multiple sources. The old observa-

tion is simple but true: You learn a lot by just talking with people. Where 

possible, particularly with prospective parents, rigorously quantitative tele-

phone surveys are best. It’s vital to survey the parents who asked for in-

formation but chose not to apply, as well as the parents whose children 

were admitted, both those who accept the offer and those who decline it. 

Interestingly, some of the most telling insights in our studies have come 

from the prospective parent market beyond those who have entered the 

school’s admissions “funnel”: parents who have had no formal contact 

with the school. They were the ones who helped the school cited above see 

how to move beyond its monolithic, uni-dimensional image. They were 

the ones who helped the school devoted to grade-to-grade preparation see 
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that that was the value many parents in the community most passionately 

shared with the school (rather than other values the school imagined to be 

more important). 

In other cases, a quantitative study of current parents can be highly valu-

able. board members at one school pointed out that more ambitious posi-

tioning of the school to prospects was not possible as long as there was sig-

nificant discontent among current parents. The loud complaints of a few, 

which had prompted the board members’ concern, proved the exception 

when a telephone survey of all parents found them to be pleased with their 

experiences and — significantly — aware and supportive of those things 

the school saw as essential to its nature and mission. 

Sometimes, the most helpful insights come from what might be called “in-

fluencers” — heads of feeder schools, local corporate leaders and relocation 

directors, education consultants, and others who can influence parents’ de-

cisions. Influencers were in the best position to identify the gradual decline 

in awareness of the distinctive school mentioned above, for example.

The common denominator in each of these studies was the school’s will-

ingness to carefully consider what it values most, then subject itself to an 

assessment of whether, and how, those commitments are valued by the 

audiences the school seeks to serve.

Summary

In this extended period of economic stress and uncertainty, school market-

ing has risen even higher on the priority list. The demanding approach 

advocated here has only become more important. It is more essential than 

ever to get past the cosmetics of mere wordplay and “image” and instead to 

begin by identifying the motivations and passions that link the school and 

those who would invest in it. 

At the same time, it has become more tempting to avoid this discipline. 

In the rush to find a quick fix, we think there must be an easier way. We 

talk ourselves out of recognizing our own distinct character and particular 

situation, hoping that common wisdom or another school’s experience is a 

sufficient guide for us. or we convince ourselves that parents’ and donors’ 
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decisions are now all about the money. They are not. The best market strat-

egy is self-reflective, planned for the long term, and rooted in your school’s 

and your prospects’ most steadfast commitments and passions.

Benjamin G. Edwards is principal and managing partner of Art & Science Group, a 
consulting firm specializing in market-informed strategy for schools, colleges, and 
other nonprofit organizations.


